Serum microRNA-124 is a novel biomarker for liver necroinflammation in patients with chronic hepatitis B virus infection.
Patients with chronic hepatitis B virus (HBV) infection and normal or mildly increased transaminases may have sustained significant liver damage, as verified by liver biopsy. However, no suitable noninvasive method exists for identifying liver necroinflammation in such patients. We aimed to investigate the power of microRNA-124 as a novel biomarker for liver necroinflammation. A total of 131 recruited patients with chronic HBV infection underwent liver biopsy for grading of necroinflammation (G) and staging of fibrosis (S). Thirty healthy individuals were included as controls (HCs). Serum microRNA-124 and microRNA-122 levels were measured using qRT-PCR. Forty-five patients from the study population receiving entecavir therapy were monitored for changes in serum microRNA-124 levels in association with improved liver histology. The capacity of serum microRNA-124 levels in discriminating the grade of liver necroinflammation was compared with alanine aminotransferase (ALT) with liver biopsy validation. Serum microRNA-124 levels were significantly higher in patients with chronic HBV infection than in HCs (P < 0.0001). Patients with considerable liver necroinflammation (G ≥ 2) had significantly higher serum miRNA-124 levels than those without or with mild necroinflammation (P < 0.0001). After 48 weeks of antiviral therapy, serum microRNA-124 levels considerably declined in 45 patients (P < 0.0001), which were associated with histological improvement. In patients with normal ALT and a serum HBV DNA load >10(4) copies/mL, receiver operating characteristic (ROC) curve of serum microRNA-124 levels yielded an area under ROC curve (AUC) of 0.840, with 58.3% sensitivity and 91.7% specificity in discriminating between moderate-to-severe liver necroinflammation (G ≥ 2).